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The other day around half past six, when the sun was low and orange, I was sitting in a 
beach chair listening to Herb Albert and The Tijuana Brass. In my right hand, I had a fresh glass 
of bourbon, in my left, a giant metal spatula. Some half-pound burgers were cooking on the grill, 
and I was watching the smoke rise out of the vent, thinking this must be as good as it gets. But 
no pleasure lasts, and soon I remembered the world is in crisis. PANDEMIC! Anybody could be 
a killer, anybody could be infected, including me. Jesus, as if the paranoia in this country wasn’t 
heavy enough already; a trip to the hospital costs ten-thousand dollars, any tube of toothpaste 
could be a terrorist plot, the evangelicals are everywhere and they’re armed to the teeth. I was 
also concerned about graduating into a nonexistent economy in a few weeks. I checked on the 
burgers. They also needed more time.  
In a world of small consolations, it’s important to do things for their own sake. I do not 
expect to get what I want, and if by some miracle I do, I don't expect to like it, but in any case, 
I’ll be here or there, doing this, doing that, and it will be up to me what to make of it. Writing is 
something I believe is something worth doing, in failure, or in success, because it provides an 
opportunity to inhabit a new reality, a part of yourself you didn’t know existed. In this way, it 
has allowed me to stay moving. This thesis is an abstract manifestation of my journey inside, an 
exploration of where fraud and folly can lead, following characters un-spared by the nihilistic 
rod. Most of these stories were written in the vacant master bedroom of the large plastic box I’ve 
been inhabiting for the past eight and a half months. The room’s former occupant, a good friend 
of mine, began walking around in clothes covered in blood and needed to be involuntarily 
confined for psychiatric care. I was reluctant to take action for a long time. Things kept getting 
worse. I thought forgive and forget; a man has the right to see the skeletons in his own closet. 
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But eventually the noise got too loud, and even I had to consent to signing off on the cop 
paperwork. His room has three large, westward facing windows, and unlike mine, a desk and a 
chair, so I started writing in there. I find it very creepy, but at the same time, I think writing in 
his room brought a greater sense of paranoia and inevitable doom to the pieces, so I’ve stuck 
with it.   
Back at the grill, I was reminding myself that it’s important to be at peace with fate, and 
endings are only happy when you make them. Four weeks ago, another friend of mine, a kid I’d 
known since I was seven years old, felt so doomed he jumped from his apartment balcony in the 
middle of the night. And this kid was in good position; he played piano, and he was going to start 
law school in the fall. He had brains. I want to be a famous writer in a country where the losers 
get buried in shallow, unmarked graves. “Jesus,” I muttered, “how am I ever going to get out of 
this alive?” I suddenly felt a compulsive need to driving a red convertible due south at a hundred 
and ten miles an hour. Unfortunately, this wasn’t an option. I took a healthy slug of whiskey, 
pulled the top off the grill, and laid the buns on to toast.  
Things are never what they seem, and nothing is good, bad, right, or wrong. The primary 
colors only exist in concept, like common sense. I do, however, believe in intrigue. Its existence 
cannot be denied, and I hope these stories reveal some of what lies beneath the cloak of 
anarchism, hubris, prurience, solipsism, and hopelessness, and explore the intricacies and 
undeniable joy produced by the slow death of rabbit dreams.  
The burgers, I melted chunks of Cracker Barrel cheddar cheese on, and topped with 




Big Kicks in Hog Country 
Everything was shaking, we were on our way – one hundred miles per hour, through 
fields of freshly picked tobacco, running a jagged line for East Carolina University, white 
knuckles gripping the Tahoe’s leather steering wheel, trying to hold the beast straight. I had the 
radio turned up so loud the bass rattled my insides, but still, I couldn’t make out what was 
playing, for the thumping roar of hot wind coming through the windows.  
It was the first Saturday of football season, and we were headed to Greenville, North 
Carolina for the tailgates. I had high hopes for this dirty little town – its redneck whims, fast 
women, and guns. Their tailgate scene had been described to me as, “a complete shit-show,” and 
I was driving with dreams of orgies, tornadoes, and murder. As we came down the town main 
street, traffic slowed to a crawl. There were great mobs of people, people moving and making 
noise – whooping and hollering, jeering and joyous sounds.   
I had two other lucky screw-ups in the car with me, Baxter and Niko. They lived on my 
hall, and I thought they were alright. We were all freshmen at Duke, and our Blue Devils were 
squaring off against the Pirates. It was a day for pomp and war games. I had a keen 
understanding of groupthink, and so, earlier that week, I had gone to Dick’s and bought an ECU 
t-shirt. I told Baxter and Niko to do the same, but they hadn’t listened to me. They were both in 
Duke polos with packed lunches and their seat belts on. I told them I’d arranged for us to stay 
with Mike, an old buddy of mine, but Mike didn’t even know we were coming. It didn’t matter; 
it would be every man for himself. That was the only way to do it. I figured we’d guzzle down 
all the booze we could stomach, then go on a spree - stealing, conniving, and vandalizing, until it 
all came crashing down on us. One big moment – that’s what I was looking for. One moment of 
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absolute clarity. One big kick. Stopped at a red, I shook my head wildly, jumping up and down in 
my seat. “Yeah! Yeah! Yeah! Thissss is going to be good.” Baxter and Niko smiled nervously.  
Not long after we arrived at the tailgates, I saw Mike and ran over to him. Mike and I grew up on 
the same street. He taught me how to use a slingshot, how to pee in a water balloon, how to forge 
a signature. We used to acid drop kids in the cafeteria. Mike was a real beauty – long hair, blue 
eyes, and strong shoulders, a poster child for hog country. It was a good sign – finding him so 
easily. 
“Ralph, you crazy fucker, how are ya?”  
We were in a giant field across from the stadium. There had been rain the night before 
and the ground was thick with mud. Hundreds of pickup trucks and purple and black tents in 
senseless rows, all of them surrounded by screaming, unhinged youth – bellowing laughter, 
boots, denim, and dip spit. A hundred country songs were playing on a hundred different 
speakers. People were already passed out drunk on the ground, some had been rolled under 
trucks to keep them out of the sun. “I’m fucking ripe.”  
“You going to the game?” 
“Eh.” 
Mike grinned, “Just looking for trouble?” 
“That’s the one.”  
“At least you're wearing the right colors. Who are these guys?” 
I introduced Mike to Baxter and Niko, and he took us farther into the mayhem to where 
he’d parked his truck, offered us all solo cups of rum. He started telling me about his girlfriend, 
Betty. She had caught him in the act with her roommate last week, and now she was going out 
with this Langston character who Mike described as, "a complete fag." “I’m gettin' that cute little 
	 8	
piece back today.” Mike shook his fist. “Gonna feed her roses, dick, and chicken wings, tell her I 
love her silly. And when she’s drifting off to dream about me, that's when I’ll go tiptoeing down 
the hall.” We laughed like old times.  
That was when I saw him, looming over Mike’s shoulder, a huge brute stumbling towards 
us in old tennis shoes and no socks. He must have been six foot five, two hundred and fifty 
pounds, forearms like lumpy traffic cones, shoulders like an ox. And his face! He had a massive 
birthmark–brittle, purple skin smeared over his head like a car wreck. I jolted back in terror.  
“Jesus!” I yelled.  
Mike looked over his shoulder and patted me on the back. “Relax man,” he said. “This is 
Sully. He’s my roommate.”   
“Your roommate? You’re kidding me.” Mike bit his lip. I was smiling ear to ear to have 
an in with such a unique, such a potentially volatile individual. This was a man who could crush 
a skull in his hand, and the look in his eye made me think it would take much to persuade him to. 
I was already getting ideas. “Sully, nice to meet you,” I said. He shook my hand but didn’t say 
anything. He looked over at some other people. I put my hand on his shoulder to recover his 
attention. “Tell us about yourself?”  
“What?”  
“Tell us a bit about who you are?”  
He shook my hand off his shoulder. “The fuck you mean?” 
“Well, to start, by what interspecific union were you conceived?” I put a finger over my 
lip, bit my tongue, and looked him up and down. A full beer fell from the sky and exploded on 
the ground next to us. Baxter and Niko flinched. I rolled my eyes at them and turned back to 
Sully. He was jamming the toe of his boot into the mud.  
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“You think you’re funny, you little faggot?”  
I smiled. Things were already moving. I didn’t know what this guy was capable of, but I 
was sure as shit going to find out. I just needed to raise the pitch, rile him into a state and throw a 
ball for him to chase. Right now, it looked like that ball was going to be me. “A brown bear and 
an ostrich?” 
Sully took a step forward and clenched his fist. I shook my ass, got ready to duck and 
run. I felt good about my chances in a chase. I had my Chuck Taylor’s on.  
“A Bulgarian and a tuna?” 
He was cocking his right arm for a hook, but Mike grabbed him before he could. “Sully, 
no. Ralph’s my friend; you can’t hit him.” Mike took pill bottle from his pocket, poured three 
into his hand, and held them out for Sully. “Here, come on, relax, take these. See if you can find 
Langston. You know – Langston Woods? If you see him, tell him I want to talk to him. Okay?” 
Sully wouldn’t take his eyes off me, big green eyes – rearing and feral. I finished off the rest of 
the rum in my cup. 
Looking at Sully’s face, I thought he’d swat Mike away like a mosquito and make a grab 
for my neck, but, as it went, he took the pills, swallowed them dry, and walked away. After he 
was gone, Mike grabbed me by my sleeve and pulled me around the side of the truck, where it 
was just the two of us.  
“Look Ralph, I know you like messing with people. But, let me be very serious with you 
– don’t mess with Sully. I’ve lived with him for four years; he listens to me most of the time, but 
trust me, he’s completely nuts. Once he gets to a point, there’s no controlling him.” 
“Oh man, I bet he’s a ringer. Who should we pit him against? What did you say your 
girlfriend’s name was?”  
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Mike shook his head. “I’m not kidding, Ralph. I saw Sully slam a guy headfirst into a 
curb last year. I just told him to rough the guy up a little bit. I think he broke his neck. He 
might’ve killed him, but don’t know; I split when it happened.” 
“How did he look, when he was doing it? Sully, I mean.”  
“He looked fucked in the head, Ralph, and I don’t want you to get your head busted in, so 
just, have a few drinks, meet some girls, relax. You want a Xanax?”  
  “Sure.” I took the pill and stuck it in my pocket. 
“You’ll leave Sully alone? 
“Yeah Mike, I’ll leave him alone.” 
And then he was gone, looking for pussy. That would keep him occupied. Fuck Mike. 
Hogging Sully all to himself and thinking he can bribe me with a three dollar pill. I stood there 
between the two trucks, arms akimbo, frowning.  
Mike was three years older than me. As a kid, he’d taken me under his wing. I was the 
youngest guy in his gang. I used to film the pranks. Mike had always loved power games – 
blackmail, forged love letters, premeditated rescues – he was a genius. I remembered being 
fourteen and him telling me, “Show me a consequence, any consequence – you can’t. There is 
only action and more action.” Kicks were about imagination. They were about growing an idea 
into a perfect moment. What Mike wanted – impressing his ex-girlfriend, sidelining Sully – those 
kicks were just for his ego, and I had no tolerance for impiety. I spat loogie in the mud and 
looked around for something to break. I picked up an empty fifth of spiced rum and threw it at a 
Dodge Ram, breaking one of the taillights.  
After that, I ran back to Mike’s truck. Sully was gone. So were Baxter and Niko. I looked 
around, my hand cupped, shading my eyes from the sun. “Come on, Sully. Where are you?” I 
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muttered. Another beer came down and hit a guy in the head next to me. It knocked him out 
unconscious, and I saw a little bit of blood trickling out into the mud. This beer throwing was 
amateur stuff, but I couldn't deny it put everyone on equal footing. There was nothing you could 
do to be ready for it, but I figured if I stayed moving, I’d be less likely to get hit. I heard some 
angry yelling, which I had a hunch was connected to the broken taillight, so I stole a six-pack of 
PBR from the bed of a pick-up and ran into the crowd.  
Squeezing through the mosh of skin and sweat, yelling and hair, I called out, “Sully! 
Sully!” I was trapped in the pandemonium, senselessly ducking, gulping, sweating, reaching up 
girl's skirts, getting slapped, seeing people I knew. I took whatever drinks they had to offer and 
then I’d go wandering off again to look for Sully. I had a big white tumor in my wallet, my left 
pinky nail-a-half inch long, and I was putting those things to good use. I ran into Niko. He 
introduced me to some drunk girls in cocktail dresses and leather boots. Next thing I knew we 
were all dancing and slobbering all over each other. I got to dancing with this one girl, red-haired 
belle with a huge rack. I was rubbing up on her from behind, feeding her bumps. She reached in 
my pants, grabbed me started pulling out of the crowd.  
Eventually, we got to the far end of the field. There was a swathe of pine woods 
bordering our field to the next, and we were racing into it looking for cover, my dick still in her 
grip, desperate to do the deed, when I saw someone in a Duke shirt, with curly hair, passed out 
face down on the ground. 
“Hey, I think I know that guy.”  
“You do?” 
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           I walked over to the body, and she followed me reluctantly. I rolled it over, and it was 
Baxter. I slapped him in the face a few times. He didn’t wake up. “Come on, let’s leave him. 
He’ll be fine,” she said.  
           I knew she was right. Baxter could sleep this off. It was his problem. But now that I had 
seen him, I couldn’t just leave him here. I put a bump on my pinky, held his nose shut for a few 
seconds, then let go. He gasped desperately, and the bump shot right in him. His eyeballs 
twitched under the lids. 
           “Let me have the bag. I need a bump,” my redhead said, her dress fluttering around her 
thighs. I gave her the bag.  
           I clapped my hands in Baxter’s face. “You’re missing the party, kid.” Slowly, he started to 
wake up.   
           “What? Where?”  
           “We’re at the tailgates, ECU, remember.” I looked down and saw the stain on his pants. 
“You pissed yourself.”  
           “I did?” 
There was a half-empty beer on the ground beside him, and I poured it out onto his pants. 
That way no one could distinguish the urine. He rubbed his eyes and stood up with a little help. I 
looked around and saw my cute redhead was gone. She had all my cocaine, almost half an eight-
ball. Baxter was standing next to me like an idiot. “What should we do?” he said.  
“Fuck, I don’t know. How about trying not to look like such a sore thumb.”  
He looked up at me, a little hurt. “What’s your problem?” 
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“My problem is that I’m bored shitless, and I just lost all my cocaine.” Then it hit me: 
What am I doing? I have to find Sully. I ran back into the crowd. Baxter tried to follow me, but I 
lost him.   
           The football game had started, and maybe a third of the people had left. The sun was 
somehow bigger, hotter, now. I could hear its heat pulsing in my ears. I was desperately thirsty 
and sobering up at an alarming rate. I cursed myself for getting so distracted; I hardly had any 
time left. I tried talking to random people, but no one had seen Sully and no one had any booze 
to offer to a man with no cocaine. I did a full loop around the field, and I didn’t find him 
anywhere. I was dizzy, defeated, and all alone in this mosh of bodies. At one point, I spotted 
some people from Duke that I knew, but I just walked past them.  
          At some point, a flying beer came down on my forehead. It didn't knock me out, but it left 
a huge bump, and it certainly didn't help my headache. After that, I pretty much gave up. It 
seemed like the fun had all dried up. I hadn't gotten my big kick, and I was cursing the day. I 
stuck my hand in my pocket and found the Xanax Mike had given me. I was looking about the 
pill, about to pop it, but I had this feeling someone was looking at me, so I turned around. There 
he was – Sully! He was slouched over in the bed of the truck with a pair of shades on. I hopped 
up into the bed and sat next to him. “Sully, my God, I’ve been looking all over for you.” I shook 
his shoulder. “Sully?” He grunted. I lifted his sunglasses. His eyes were open and bloodshot red. 
I would have to wake him up eventually, but since he was asleep at the moment, I thought I’d 
take the opportunity to play the picador. I took out my pocket knife and started cutting the seams 
of his jeans. I cut them on both sides, then I did the same to his shirt. No one said a word; no one 
noticed. When I had all the seams cut, I poked him in the belly button with the knife. He 
squirmed, came to. Slowly, I backed up to the far end of the truck bed.  
	 14	
“Agg! What the fuck?” He stood up and all his clothes fell off. Funny thing – nobody 
noticed me cutting them off him, but as soon as he stood up, there wasn’t a head that didn’t turn. 
He had scars, moles, skin tags, strange rashes, and all sorts of other beautiful, frightening marks. 
His junk was hanging in his boxer briefs for everyone to see. People were giggling, gasping, 
calling out to their friends. He lunged at me, but I jumped out of the bed. He flopped over the 
tailgate and fell in the mud. I pranced around him. A crowd started to form. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mike running over. He had a girl with him. Sully got to his 
feet. “Sully, come with me, now.”  
“Fuck off, Mike.” Sully went around to the passenger side and opened up the glove box. 
A large circle had been cleared out behind Sully’s truck, and I stood in the middle, waiting. The 
crowd was getting bigger. I could hear their murmurs of excitement and confusion.  
           Sully came back, holding a big silver berretta. The sun’s reflection on the silver stung my 
eyes, and I squinted, terrified and eager, looking at Sully – huge, disrobed, hairy beast in steel-
toed boots with steel in his hand. He looked mythological. “Sully, what’s all this?” I said.  
           “You cut my fucking clothes off. You think this is funny?” People in the crowd gasped, 
laughed and whispered. Mike paced back and forth pulling at his hair.  
           “Sully, obviously I think it’s funny. I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t think it was funny. 
Is it your intention to shoot me?”  
           “You’re damn right, faggot.” There were some murmurs of approval.  
Homophobia was a point of unity for these people, and I knew I had to keep the crowd on my 
side; I made an angry face. I wanted to make it out of here alive, and ideally, unscathed. This 
was my big performance. I took a deep breath. “Well, if that’s what you want, let’s make it a 
duel. If you’re a man of honor, you’ll shoot me in a duel.”  
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           The word “duel” was whispered around, and then, all at once, people began to cheer. 
Sully narrowed his eyes. “Fine.”  
           “Good. We’ll do it right here in twenty minutes.” I looked over at Mike. He was smoking 
a cigarette, staring me down. “Mike Lawson will officiate.” Sully spat in the dirt. I did the same. 
We shook hands; it was a deal.  
I ran over to Mike. “Hey Mike, got a gun I could borrow?” 
           Mike slammed me against a car door. “You idiot! You stupid fuck. Do you think I want 
anything to do with this? One of you is gonna be dead and the other’s going to prison.” 
“Mike, I thought you were my friend.”  
           “I am your friend. Why do you think I’m saying this, Ralph?” 
           “Mike, don’t you remember: there is no consequence. Only action and more action. You 
said that.”  
The way he was looking at me, I thought he might hit me. “I don’t want to go to jail,” he 
said. His lip twitching.  
I pushed him off. “Quit being a wuss and help me find a gun.”  
           He shook his head. The girl he came with ran over, and I knew that swung in my favor. 
“You must be Betty. How are you, baby?” I said.  
           She smiled. “I’m good. Are you Ralph? Are you really gonna duel?”  
           I did a fake draw, for theatre but also for practice. “I sure am. It’s gonna be grand.”  
           Betty smiled and bit her thumb. She was blonde, busty, blue-eyed, a real looker. “Aren’t 
you afraid?”  
           “I’m only afraid. Mike won’t lend me his gun. It'd be a shame if I had to duel with no 
gun?” 
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           “Mike, lend him your gun.” 
           “Shut up,” Mike said. He glared at her then turned back to me. “Alright come over to my 
truck. I’ve got a Browning in the cabin.”  
           “Beautiful,” I said. Mike stormed off towards his truck and I motioned for Betty to come 
with us. We walked over to Mike’s truck, and Mike pulled a Browning out from under the seat. 
He hesitated, looked at Betty, and then gave it to me. I held it in front of me with both hands and 
gawked. A gun is poetry – all the hundreds, thousands, of tiny pieces all perfectly positioned and 
calibrated to bring life to metal, to defy all divinity and natural order.  
           Betty laughed at me. “You ever shot a gun before?” 
           “No. Would you mind showing me how?” 
           She said she’d be happy to. 
           “Mike, why don’t you give me and Betty some space to practice.” 
. “Why do y’all need space?” 
           “We don’t want Sully to think you and I are colluding. You’re officiating, remember? I’m 
already using your gun; we don’t want people to get the wrong idea.” Betty laughed and Mike 
sulked away.          
           Betty started showing me how to hold the gun level and look down the hard scope with 
both eyes open. She told me it was better to hold the gun with two hands. I told her there was no 
style in that, and she agreed. She was doing a wonderful job massaging my ego and keeping my 
mind off the worst-case scenario. She thought dueling was very honorable, very badass. Mike 
was on the phone, but he was watching me like a hawk. He didn’t have control, no one did. It 
was driving him insane.   
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I tried not to think about getting shot. My stomach was in knots, but I felt incredible, holding that 
metal in my hand, rubbing up on Mike’s girl, getting ready to fight for my life. Sully sat on top 
of his truck, looking like a titan. Mike tried to offer him some clothes, but he refused. “Maybe, I 
should take my clothes off,” I said, twirling the Browning on my pinky.  
“It’s only fair,” Betty said.  
           Sully hopped off the car and walked out into the middle of the circle, his junk bouncing 
around. People whistled and hollered. He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Times up, pretty 
boy,” he called. 
I unbuckled my jeans and Betty helped me with my shirt. She gave me a big, juicy good luck 
kiss and handed me back the pistol. I walked out into the circle, waved to the crowd, held the 
browning up above my head. People cheered. Mike was still on the phone. “Mike, come on!” I 
yelled. Slowly, he moseyed out to us.  
           “Ok, give us the rules, Mike,” I said. “And say them loud, so everyone can hear.”  
           Mike leaned in. “Guys, if you do this you’re going to jail. Just make amends and let's be 
done.”  
           “Shut up,” Sully said.  
           “Yeah, shut up, Mike. We’re doing this.”  
           Mike shook his head. Sully grabbed him by the collar and pulled his head low. “Say the 
fuckin’ rules.” For the first time all day, it was quiet. I could hear Mike’s uneven breath. He 
clicked his tongue. There were impatient shouts from the crowd. “Alright. Fine, fine,” he said. 
Sully let go of his shirt. “Start back to back I guess. Both of you take fifteen steps on my count 
and then turn.”  
           “Yell it out,” Sully said, his voice hoarse and grizzly.  
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           “Okay, fine.” Mike turned to face the crowd. “Both men will start back to back. They’ll 
each take fifteen steps on my count, turn and shoot. If you don’t want to get shot, get out of the 
way.”  
People quickly got out of the way to form a lane. Nobody wants to get shot. I held out my hand 
to Sully. “Good luck.” 
           “Good luck.” He gave me a firm shake. He was still looking mean as hell, but he seemed 
happy to be doing this, happy to be doing it in his underwear. I was too. We turned and stood 
back to back, fellows in chaos. The breeze was cool on my neck. Toby Keith was playing on a 
nearby speaker, and I desperately wished someone would have the decency to turn it off. This 
was the single greatest moment of my life, the reason I had come to this town – this was the big 
kick.  
           “Waiting for you, Mike,” Sully said. Mike looked around.  
           “Let’s go!” people called out.  
           But Mike wouldn’t start the count. I could tell he was waiting for something. Then I heard 
them– cops, running up the field. They had megaphones, and they called out, “Drop your 
weapons. This is the police.” The crowd had already cleared out a lane. Sully and I stood there, 
back to back. “I didn’t call them, I swear,” I said.  
           “I know. Mike did.” 
           “Fuck Mike.”  
           “Jail doesn't sound so bad.”  
           “Fuck that. No one's going to jail. Give me your gun,” I said. He handed me the Beretta, 
and I ran. Holding metal in both hands, I hopped up on a pickup truck and started jumping from 
roof to roof. The cops tried to push their way through the crowd. They wouldn’t get up on the 
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trucks. I wanted to turn around, to see what happened to Sully, but I didn’t dare. Near the far end 
of the field, I jumped back into the mud, and started army crawling under trucks, back east. I 
crawled my way back into the mayhem, until finally, I was too exhausted to keep going. I threw 
up and rolled over onto my back. I tucked the pistols under my shirt, their cold, loaded metal 
resting on my belling.  
Looking at the world upside down, I watched the shoes go by. Mike had ruined the duel 
and betrayed me, but I didn’t feel all that bad. I felt like I had still gotten my big kick, even if it 
wasn't what I expected. I thought about Sully, how incredible he looked out there, how alive I 



























A full moon shined through wispy clouds over Horse Camp, where on the shore of 
Drummonds Pond, Arlo O’Connor, a young and desperate Catholic from New York, crouched 
on cypress planks in a tar paper shack. Across from him sat an old-timer of the Land Company 
named Osman. Osman had run away from the Monroe Plantation twenty-eight years before and 
had been hiding out in the dismal ever since.  
Arlo picked up a four to put in a meld of hearts. Then, hesitantly, he took his fourth king, 
a diamond, and placed it on top of the discards. He bit down on his lip and looked up to see what 
the old man Osman would do. In his twenty-three years of life, gambling had cost Arlo 
Humphries two good pairs of boots, his father’s watch, three silver snuff boxes, a wedding ring, 
his grandmother’s locket, and more than half the money he had ever earned. Debt seemed to 
have a magnetic pull south. From New York, to Philadelphia, then Baltimore, Richmond, and 
finally down to the Great Dismal Swamp, where no man was guilty, and he still had his freedom 
to gamble as he saw fit.  
Osman took the king into his hand, removed a nine of hearts, and put it on top of the 
discards. No one at Horse Camp knew how long Osman had lived in the swamp, because the old 
man had been there longer than anybody. The length of his life in the swamp had earned Osman 
the other men's respect, but he lived as a recluse, in steady, prudent paranoia. No one knew him 
well, except for his daughter. She was the only girl at camp without a husband. Ten years after 
running away to live in the dismal’s solitude, Osman found a runaway girl hiding in the reeds 
and married her. She died having their first child. The daughter he named Eliza, her mother’s 
name.  
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A life of cutting shingles had left Osman with a bad back. After a muscle spasm put him 
in bed for a week, he had wagered Eliza’s hand in marriage against lifetime provisions on this 
game of gin. At Horse Camp, provisions were sold for shingles at a flat rate. Eliza had a bad 
heart, and she could not cut shingles. The old man was growing frail and so was his daughter. 
Osman never bet in sums he could not repay, but time was an even crueler negotiator than the 
swamp. He was desperate.  
Arlo took the top card off the pile – an ace of spades – he looked at it severely and put it 
back with the discards. Arlo was of an eager and chatty disposition, and he found life in the 
swamp insufferably lonely. He wanted to make a life for himself. He longed for a woman to tell 
stories to, a woman who would sing to him and to look at him with sleepy eyes in the morning. 
He dreamed of the children they would have and of their faces, sinless; familiar eyes that would 
forgive him all the lying and thieving and profligacy of his life. He wanted to be a decent man 
and to go to heaven when he died. All this would be had if he made Eliza his bride, but for that 
he would need hearts – a three or a seven.  
Osman, with hopeful eyes, took the ace into his hand and placed the eight of hearts on top 
of the discards. After a slow start, he was catching up. He now nine of his ten cards in melds. An 
ace, the three of diamonds, the eight, or the ten would all win him the game and maybe fifteen 
more years of life. Long lunch’s with Eliza on the water, afternoon naps, and jugs of whiskey 
delivered to his door flittered through the old man’s mind. From the corner of his eye, Osman 
had watched Arlo play Gin with the other boys. Arlo wasn’t the only boy Osman had seen 
staring at his daughter with wanting eyes, but Osman had presented the bet to Arlo, because Arlo 
was impatient and the worst Gin player.  
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Arlo listened to the crickets and drummed his fingers on the wooden floor. In the last 
three turns, Osman had taken three cards into his hand, while he, Arlo, had only taken one in the 
last seven. “Each hand is like a fire,” Arlo thought, “the faster it grows the faster it burns.” It was 
a habit of Arlo’s to think in riddles when he was nervous. Losing would mean working seven 
days a week, sun up to sundown, barely having enough to eat. It would mean being a slave to 
Osman, a black man. That, Arlo figured, would make him the lowest man in the swamp, maybe 
in the whole world. “Easy now,” he told himself. “Hearts, the three or the seven. Come on God; 
give me something.” He drew a card from the pile, the three of hearts. A trembling joy came 
over him and he laid down his cards for Osman to see.  
“Gin,” he said, his voice echoing in his head.  
Osman nodded very slowly. He looked over Arlo’s cards in disbelief. With calloused fingers he 
scratched his wiry beard, and he placed his cards face down on the dirt beside him. “Don’t work 
her too hard. She got a bad heart, y’know,” he said.  
“Alright.” Arlo had no desire to watch Osman mope. He was thinking only of the old 
man’s daughter and became flushed with anticipation; it had been years since he was with a 
woman. He tidied up the cards and offered them to Osman. “Here are your cards, old man.”  
Osman did not take his deck. He got up slowly, his back hurting, wishing he were more ready to 
die. He had clung to his life, his suffering, for so many years, it was as if he had clutched a 
branch for so long his fingers, were too stiff to let go. The thought of death was unimaginably 
strange and upsetting to him. He wished he had never proposed the bet at all, that he had taken 
whatever slow death the swamp had to offer him, and endured it in the company of his daughter. 
He was afraid, desperate and guilt-ridden, and he did not want Arlo to know this, so with all the 
dignity he could muster and without answers to any of the questions that boiled in his mind, he 
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walked silently out of the shack, away from Horse Camp, his white hair shining silver under the 
moonlight.  
Arlo watched Osman walk into the darkness. He imagined his own last day might be like 
and shivered. Then taking a deep breath and composing himself, he kissed the deck of cards and 
thanked God and Saint Cayetano under his breath. He grabbed his lantern and the cards and 
eagerly crept up the shore to Osman’s shack to awake his bride.  
When he came to the door, he wiped some sweat from his brow and pulled a strand of greasy 
hair behind his ear. He opened the tar paper flap and leaned his head, and his hand holding the 
lantern inside. Eliza’s slender body was naked and neatly curled in the far corner of the shack, no 
more than four feet from Arlo. She had sharp elbows and knees, a large tuft of pubic hair around 
her gash, a broad, flat chest, and hollow cheeks.  Her eyes flashed open, mean and afraid, but she 
did not move.  
“Eliza, do you know who I am?” said Arlo.  



















AS her guests were seating themselves at the dining room table, Julie Waters stood in 
front of her kitchen sink rereading the RSVP letter that was left in her mailbox three days before. 
“Dear Julie, 
I saw on my mother’s calendar that you will be hosting a dinner party on the eleventh. I am still 
madly in love with you, and I remember well how good your cooking is. Expect me at seven 
o’clock. 
Yours Sincerely, 
Jackson Mathew Lisborn. 
P.S. I have some delicate information I need to share with you.” 
Julie had not mentioned Jackson’s RSVP to anyone; assuring herself that it would only 
cause a fuss; that Jackson was unlikely to come. This was reasonable enough, since no one in the 
neighborhood had seen Jackson since the summer after his senior year of high school, three 
summers ago. Still, she could not help but be curious about what he had become and about the 
delicate information he felt compelled to make her privy to.  
It was now 7:30 and neither Jackson nor his family, had arrived. The Sanchez’s –Charlie, 
Gertrude, and their two daughters– were the party’s only guests. The adults were seated in the 
dining room, including the Waters’ oldest daughter, Lauren, and the children were left to eat at 
their own table on the patio. Earlier, the conversation in the living room had been so painfully 
tedious, Julie could hardly sit still. She found herself many times staring out the window, looking 
at the road, waiting.   
 
           THEY hold you up at the office today, Steve?” asked Charlie Sanchez.  
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“Yeah, it’s been crazy this week,” said Steve Waters, smiling warmly. He had arrived late 
to the party on account of an important meeting. “My branch just signed TechTowel. We’re 
presenting at their HQ in Palo Alto next week.” Steve was a natural hard worker, so he always 
relished being called out for putting in extra hours. “We’ve got a good team. Economics people, 
design people, engineers, a few industry vets. That’s what you need on a team, a range of 
talent…” 
Charlie, who came from a highly distinguished family in Puerto Rico, nodded along 
politely. Charlie had completed his undergraduate studies at Yale. He knew an extraordinary 
amount of people and was close with none of them. 
“TechTowel? What kind of technology does anyone want in a towel?” Julie asked, 
acidly. She did not listen to the response. Her blue sheath cocktail dress wrinkled tastefully as 
she pushed a plump red tomato slice around her plate. She wore her hair in a simple, elegant 
rounded bob. The ends of her hair tucked just slightly under her strong diamond jaw. Her eyes 
were large, green, and deeply set. She had cherry cheeks and a small, gentile nose. She maiden 
name was Julie Dubois, an only child in an old New Orleans family with far more debts than 
assets who could trace their ancestors in America back to the French Huguenots. To Julie’s 
mother, a fearsome martinet, this miraculously well-proportioned little girl was the family’s only 
possibility of avoiding bankruptcy and losing the Dubois family home in the Garden District. A 
close watch was kept over Julie throughout her childhood. She was discouraged from every 
possible danger and adulteration and taught that it was her duty to attend to life’s rituals and see 
that they were done correctly. Growing up under such rigid circumstances, Julie had no choice 
but to become a trivial person, but she attended to trivial issues with earnest concern and 
evaluated them with remarkable acuity; she was not shallow. She gardened prolifically, spending 
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many hours on her knees in the dirt planting orchids begonias, marigolds, lavender, bromeliads, 
geraniums, meticulously plotting out the landscaping so each plant received an appropriate 
amount of sunlight and space to grow, manually adding manure to make topsoil. For Julie, 
flowers made life bearable.  
Along with flowers, Julie had taken in recent years to keeping a pint of schnapps hidden 
under the bathroom sink. She was a good deal more inebriated than anyone else at the table. “Did 
you know Jackson Lisborn left an RSVP letter in our mailbox?” she said, interrupting Steve and 
pouring herself another glass of wine. There was no point in keeping the secret now. Steve and 
Lauren stared at her.   
“Really, where is he? We need someone to keep Lauren company. Surely, she’s bored 
with us old farts,” said Charlie, who, on principle, never said anything unpleasant.  
“I’m really not, Mr. Sanchez,” Lauren said. Growing up, Lauren had been a favorite 
target for Jackson’s antics. As an eight-year-old, he lured her with some pretense into the woods 
behind his backyard, then, much to the other children’s amusement, he pinned her to the ground, 
poured out a jar of honey over her head, and let Louie, the Lisborn’s St. Bernard, loose on her. 
As a teenager, Jackson’s behavior grew increasingly concerning. His father took a job as the 
CEO of a large bank in Geneva, and moved to Switzerland without notice, leaving Jackson to 
live with his mother who was neurasthenic and heavily medicated. By the time he was fifteen, 
Jackson had developed a steady cocaine habit. There was an incident with a series of stolen cars. 
Most people in the neighborhood agreed he was only allowed to graduate on account of the large 
donations to the academy made by his family.  
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“I think he must have gone to Wrightsville beach with his mother. I ran into her at the 
supermarket on Tuesday; she said she was taking Philip and Susie to spend the weekend at her 
sister’s place,” said Gertrude Sanchez, a biology professor with a birthmark.  
“Well, I’m glad he’s not here. You really should have told me about his RSVP, Julie,” 
said Steve.  
“Like you said, he’s not here; so what are you going on about?” said Julie.  
Steve shrugged, “Ok, you’re right. I’ll drop it.” 
Gertrude adjusted the unused napkin in her lap. “So Lauren, what’s on your packing list 
for college?” 
Julie stared intently at her plate, trying to drown out the conversation. She thought about 
Jackson and wondered what he could have meant by taking the time to RSVP and then standing 
her up. Julie was one of the few people in the neighborhood who did not openly despise Jackson, 
and Jackson was one of the few people in the neighborhood who did not secretly despise Julie. 
Throughout high school, he spent indelicate amounts of money on presents for her, made her 
bouquets wrapped in ribbon, and left love letter in Waters’ mailbox. While this was all 
understood to be in jest, the line between humor and earnest expression was not always clear. 
Since receiving his RSVP three days before, Julie had been thinking about him far more often 
than could be considered appropriate.  
Suddenly the conversation was interrupted by shrill cries of delight from the kid table on 
the patio. Everyone in the dining room craned their necks, and through the French doors, they 
saw Jackson on the patio, eating mashed potatoes from the bowl like a Labrador Retriever. The 
children squealed and clapped their hands. Julie smiled; her entire countenance livened. 
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AFTER washing up in the powder room, Jackson sat down at the table, poured wine to 
the rim of his glass, began calling for various dishes, piling an obscene amount food onto his 
plate, while rattling off a slew of compliments to his hostess, “My god Julie, this dinner smells 
like heaven. You’ve braised the lamb perfectly; look at that. And we have lemon gremolata for 
the asparagus? Pass it to me, Lauren.” 
           “That’s exactly what it is, Jackson. Here have some Panzanella salad. Here are some caper 
berries too, if you want to put them on top. We’re all glad you could make it,” said Julie. 
           “And what a delight it is to be here…” his unnervingly intense eyes darted around the 
room. He wore a striped bowling shirt, linen pants, and old brown loafers. There were three 
heavy gold rings on his fingers and one that appeared to be fashioned from a shotgun shell. On 
his hands, were tattoos of Vishnu and Ra. “I suppose I’m terribly late. I only just got into town, 
and I couldn’t however help but get lost in your garden on my way in. Julie, how did you do it? 
It’s even more spectacular than when I left.”   
           Even this short, and questionably sincere acknowledgment of her dinner and her garden 
was enough to raise the peach fuzz on Julie’s arms. She was about to respond when Steve cut her 
off. “Jackson, how about you call my wife Mrs. Waters. I think we’d feel more comfortable that 
way.” He clicked his tongue. He didn’t like having people with tattoos in his home, let alone 
flirting with his wife. 
Julie set her napkin back in her lap and looked at her nervous husband. “Steve, don’t be 
ridiculous. Jackson is an adult. He’s just traveled five hundred miles from New York,” She gave 
newly arrived guest a knowing smile. Indeed, he had grown up quite a bit in the past three years. 
He was slender but not so scrawny as he had been in high school. His acne had cleared up, and 
he seemed to have kicked his habit of biting his shirt collar. 
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“Julie’s right, Steve. I’m an adult. I have all my paperwork in my car.” He picked up his 
silverware, set his shoulders back, and began chiseling at the mountain of food on his plate with 
great care and dignity.    
  “I don’t think someone is an adult until they make their own money,” said Lauren. 
Lauren had graduated valedictorian of her class, and would be attending MIT in the fall. Like her 
father, she was a fastidious person, always on top of her affairs and often micromanaging her 
mothers. For Julie, raising Lauren had been an experience akin to walking a greyhound around a 
track. Lauren was going to be tech mogul and she knew exactly how she was going to get there. 
She certainly knew much better than her mother.  
Steve smiled at his daughter lovingly. “That’s a very mature way to look at it, dear.” Julie 
wrinkled her nose, as if to block out a bad smell. There was something gross about how well her 
husband and daughter got along. All their secret glances and teaming up, the haughty air they 
held about them like they knew something no one else could understand. Sometimes, she 
wondered if they were in coitus. She knew this was, of course, ridiculous, but still, she wondered 
about it on many long, sleepless nights, when terrible notions came to her through the starless 
suburban dark. 
Jackson looked over the tomato on his fork approvingly. “Don’t let me interrupt. What 
were you all talking about?” 
“Well,” said Steve, “we were talking about the tech market. I was explaining how with so 
many new firms entering the field, and the big players buying up the little guys by the dozen, a 
midsize company like TechTowel, the public sanitation company I’m doing consulting for, has 
to think critically about where it can find a lasting foothold in the market which has a lot to do 
with external factors, like the price of paper towels that are going into our dispensers. If paper 
	 30	
towel prices are up, it’s hard to find new clients, because people will start looking at air dryers. 
That’s the sort of thing that we need to be tuned in to.” 
Julie rolled her eyes, making sure Jackson could see her.  
Jackson grinned. “Oh, I see. Have you told them that paper towels are flammable? I don’t 
think I’d feel comfortable plugging paper into the wall.” 
“What are you talking about? The company makes paper towel dispensers. They’re 
motion activated,” said Lauren, who, like her father, did not see any value in nonsense.  
           “I don’t see any point in that? I don’t think anyone wants that,” said Jackson, shaking his 
head. “What if TechTowel were to move into sex robots?” 
           Lauren at her father and then back at Jackson. “Sex robots?” 
           “Booming market. You should see what they’re doing in Japan.” 
Julie laughed freely, taking Jackson’s wine glass and refilling it. “We need to keep you 
talking,” she said.  
Lauren grimaced. She, like her father, found Julie’s behavior unsettling. The bones in 
Steve and Lauren’s faces were arranged very similarly and they both had the habit of leaving 
their mouth open when they were upset. Seeing this expression on his daughter, Steve felt 
compelled to regain control of the conversation. “Jackson, thank you for your suggestion, but 
we’re having a serious discussion on the future of technology.” 
“Of course you are,” said Jackson, arching his brow. 
“Yes, I don’t know if you’re aware, but Lauren is going to be studying computer science 
at MIT next fall as an honor student. I say that because I want you to know this is a serious 
discussion.”  
Jackson skewered a piece of lamb and asparagus on his fork. “Congratulations, Lauren.”  
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No one spoke. Julie sunk into her chair. Why it was so embarrassing to her that Jackson 
should know what kind of talk went on at her dinner table, she could not explain. Perhaps it was 
the total absence of glamour and intrigue. Behind the façade, the blissful ease, was perfect 
boredom. She hated for Jackson to know that this was how she lived.  
Gertrude cleared her throat. “I heard a story on NPR about an AI program that’s been 
listening to symphonies for decades. Since the 80s, I believe. Anyway, now the AI can write 
original music. I mean to say, Lauren, computer science is a very exciting field.” 
Lauren smiled and adjusted her glasses. She had speeches memorized for awards she had 
not yet won. “That is fascinating Mrs. Sanchez. Artificial Intelligence is definitely something I 
hope to study more at MIT. They also have programs that can train robots to paint and sculpt. AI 
can create art in almost any medium. I think it will be a real revolution in the art world. 
Technology changes everything.”  
Julie tried to count the number of times she’d heard Lauren say “technology changes 
everything” that evening. At least six, she decided. She swirled the wine in her glass. “First 
towels, now art,” she mumbled, making sure Jackson could here.  
           “Towel dispensers, Mom, and what’s problem do you have with AI making art. I’ve done 
it." 
  "Done what?" said Julie. 
"I’ve made paintings on my computer. Do you have a problem with that?” Lauren said. 
She had the face of someone who was not in any mood to be belittled.  
Julie looked around and noticed everyone was eying her intently, especially Jackson. 
“Fine art is important,” she said, furrowing her brow, “It needs to be done in the spirit of 
humanity. Art made by a robot sounds…unnatural.” 
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Jackson beat his finger on the table. “Yes, yes,” he said.  
“What does that mean, Julie?” said Steve.  
Jackson waved his fork through the air, spraying a bit of vinaigrette on the tablecloth. “I 
think she means giving AI a paintbrush would be like putting witch doctor in the phone book, 
like serving sole meunière in a chamber pot, like a dead pelican driving a Rolls Royce. The 
whole idea is so insipid, it’s a spook.” 
This retort quite enchanted Julie. The images seemed to hover around a vague frustration 
she had never been quite able to pin down. She laughed delightedly. “Yes, that’s exactly what I 
mean.” 
           Lauren shifted in her chair. “But Jackson,” she began, in the affected tone she used for 
debate, “even though a computer is making the art, the computer was programmed by a human 
being. The artist is still a person; they’re just using a new instrument. What’s so insipid about 
that?” she said. 
Steve thought Lauren’s rebuttal pure genius, so much so, he got a chill. He huffed and 
nodded his head like a happy dog. “That’s true!” he said, “That’s absolutely true.” Julie watched 
him, disturbed, while Charlie and Gertrude smiled weakly. 
Just when it seemed the issue had been resolved, Jackson, who had been chewing a piece 
of lamb contemplatively, sighed with all his indulgence, and as intended, this brought the 
attention of the room back to him. 
“Do you have something to say?” Steve said. 
Jackson pursed his lips. The other party guests all waited for him to respond. He spoke 
very slowly and deliberately, “I believe life is our master; not the other way around. I think 
everyone has their place, their reasons for being here, and these are given to us by God. We 
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come into our worldly inheritance properly, by being our genuine selves, and we belong to things 
we deserve, just as much as they belong to us. A person and their fate are inextricably 
intertwined.” He paused and glanced at Julie. Her fingers were in a lattice with her fingers, with 
her pointer digits pressed into her pursed lips. “So I don’t think a robot and the person who 
programs it are really that different.” 
 
           WHEN the dinner was finished, Jackson turned to his hostess and said, “Julie, the 
French ambassador isn’t dining this well tonight; you have a gift. Let me call the children down 
for dessert.” By this time, Steve Jr. and the Sanchez daughters had finished their dinner and were 
playing with Legos upstairs.  
“Oh Jackson, thank you. But please, sit and enjoy yourself.” 
           “Nonsense. I love to be the bearer of good news. You get all the credit without doing any 
of the work. I’ll go tell the kids now.” He got up and left the room. Julie gathered the plates from 
the table and took them into the kitchen.  
           She put water in the kettle for coffee, and then, leaning over the granite island, she began 
cutting thick slices of strawberry rhubarb pie and placing them onto porcelain dessert plates. The 
plates had been a wedding gift from Julie’s grandmother. Each one had a picture of a different 
French manor home with beautiful gardens and landau carriages parked in the front. Julie 
remembered Steve laughing at them after the wedding, “What’s the point of a picture? You’re 
just going to put food on it.” She had refused to sleep with him for a week. Fortunately, there 
was always enough fine dining and jewelry to make amends. In this way, Steve and Julie’s 
marriage was like a balance sheet. Steve had allowed Julie’s parents to stay in their house in the 
Garden District by paying off a good portion the Dubois family debts to First Federal Bank of 
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Louisiana, and in return Julie had birthed two of his children – one boy, one girl. She 
remembered the sublime relief, the sense of completed obligation, she felt after having Steve Jr. 
There was nothing else that could be asked of her. Although she had never admitted it to anyone, 
and tried not to admit it to herself, Julie had never experienced the joy of motherhood that is so 
heavily praised and expected. Motherhood, for Julie, was little more than a series of errands – 
pack a lunch box, make a carpool arrangement, go to an award ceremony. None of these charges 
were interesting or enjoyable to her, and she handled them with a professional detachment.  
From upstairs, she could hear Jackson barking orders in the voice of a Confederate colonel. The 
children laughed and squealed, and the commotion made her feel cozy. Commotion was 
symphonic to Julie, and it always put her at ease. Every night, she hoped for the same dream, in 
which she laid on a large mattress pulled by two white horses through a parade. One night about 
five years ago, Steve awoke her from this dream; kissing her on the neck and whispering that he 
wanted to have another child. She remembered how quiet it was while Steve waited for her to 
reply.  
She was scooping coffee grounds into the French press, when Jackson came into the 
kitchen. He walked over to the island and looked lustily at the slices of pie. “The children are on 
their way down.”  
Julie smiled. “Thank you.” She watched from the corner of her eye as Jackson wandered 
around the kitchen, smelling the spices, and looking in some of the cabinets.  
“I read your journal,” he said.  
She kept her eyes on the wall tiling, afraid to look him in the eyes. “No you didn’t,” she 
said.  
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“But I did,” Jackson assured her, leaning himself against the massive stainless steel 
refrigerator. “I didn’t mean to; I was just looking for the kids, and then, next thing I knew I was 
looking through your drawers, and once I found it, I obviously had to see what was inside.” 
Julie turned to face him. “What? You shouldn’t do that. You shouldn’t…” 
Jackson held up a finger. “Wait. How did it go? ‘I, sandy naked damsel, singing to rays 
of lust and green, follow slender feline spines, seeking gifts from Aphrodite’s dream.’ I’ll never 
forget that. You’ve got talent. Also, it’s a shame about Steve’s…member.”  
 “You shouldn’t read peoples journals,” said Julie, breaking a reluctant smile. She 
thought about the delicate information he had promised to share with her, and thought she might 
ask him now, while they were alone. 
Jackson ate one of the almonds from the bowl on the counter. “Oh Julie, don’t worry. I 
returned the journal to its drawer. I would never steal from you; I would never steal from 
someone interesting. You and I can trust each other; we’re alike.”  
“What do you mean?” said Julie, feeling a knot in her stomach. 
“Your family doesn’t appreciate you at all. They’re vulgar people, truly. That’s why you 
have to hide yourself from them, because you possess intrigue, elegance, the important things. 
What I can figure out is why you do their bidding. You never say what needs to be said.” He 
stopped and looked at her severely.  
Julie tried to laugh but couldn’t. She took a sip of wine and looked blankly at the fruit 
still life hung on the wall, until the kettle whistled, startling her. She took it off the stove and 
turned back to Jackson. “It’s not as simple as that.”   
From his chair at the table, Steve yelled, “Julie, are we going to have this pie...Julie?”  
“What would happen if you didn’t bring it? What then?” Jackson said. 
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She felt the wine rising in her throat. “Yes, in a minute,” she called back to the dining 
room. She pulled a few stray hairs back behind her ears and turned to Jackson. “Go back in the 
dining room. I’ll take care of things here.” 
“Of course,” he said with a grin. He returned to his place at the table, and Julie walked 
briskly to the bathroom for the pint of schnapps.  
 
LAUREN picked out a piece of rhubarb with her fork and put it on the side of her 
plate with the others. She did not care for rhubarb, and so she did not particularly care for the pie. 
“Did you know people are using AI to create new recipes?” she said.  
Jackson stared at the pile of cubed rhubarb on the rim of Lauren’s plate and grimaced. 
“Lauren, clearly you lack the acuity of pallet to enjoy the pie, but please do not talk about 
computers over dessert. You’re ruining it for all of us,” he said. Lauren looked at him, her mouth 
slightly opened, her eyes wide and glossy, like fish eyes.  
Steve was nearing the end of his patience. His nostrils flared like swollen, white wings.  
  “Mom, do we have anything else?” Lauren asked, slouching into her chair, still glaring at 
Jackson. 
Julie stood up, as if to go to the pantry, but instead took the dessert plate from Lauren’s 
place setting and set it on top of Jackson’s empty plate. “No,” she said.  
The Sanchez’s sat very stiffly, both holding their coffee cups in front of the faces. Steve’s fingers 
trembled on the table. Jackson skewered a piece of rhubarb from the pile and dipped it into some 
melted ice cream.  
           “Give it back,” Lauren demanded. 
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Julie looked at him and laughed. “You know, I think it’s the best pie I’ve ever made,” she 
said, feeling blithe and mean. 
“You don’t deserve this pie, Lauren,” said Jackson. “You don’t appreciate it.” 
Lauren felt a lump welling in her throat. “Shut the fuck up.”  
Julie made a mocking, disappointed face. “Language, Lauren.” 
  "Oh, step off it, Mom. I'll say fuck if I want to." 
          Jackson took a sip of coffee. The room was quiet “Lauren, please don’t think me callous 
for saying this, but you have the social graces of an oaf. Just look around; you’re making us all 
terribly uncomfortable. It’s very unseemly of you.” He wrinkled his nose and licked some pie off 
his finger.  
Tears began running down Lauren’s cheeks, and Steve’s eyes became turbulent and wild 
and quite frightened the Sanchez’s. He fixed his eyes on Jackson. “Get out,” he said, more than 
loud enough to be heard. Lauren looked at her father; he appeared to her everything a man 
should be.  
This temper tantrum was all too ridiculous for Julie. She would not let Steve and Lauren 
steal her evening. She had made it this far into the evening, and she was going to hear the 
delicate information Jackson had promised. “Oh Steve, relax. Jackson, no one is kicking you 
out,” she said.  
           “Julie, I am kicking him out. I’ve had enough,” said Steve.  
           “You don’t get to decide, Mom,” said Lauren.  
           “And yet I have,” said Julie.  
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           Jackson dabbed his face with his napkin. “This is Julie’s party,” he noted. “She planned it, 
she selected the wine, and she prepared all the food. Julie, if you say I can stay, then I will. 
Lauren, if you’re upset, why don’t you go on to bed?” 
           Lauren stood up – furious and clumsy; the muscles in her face convulsing strangely. Her 
knees bumped against the table and the dishes clattered. She looked at her mother and walked 
over to Jackson’s place setting. Then she picked up her dessert plate with her half-eaten slice of 
pie, and threw it onto the floor, breaking the plate in half. Feeling her point had been made, she 
turned and stormed upstairs.  
           Steve stood up, looking very fragile. “I’m going to go talk to Lauren,” he said. “Charlie, 
Gertrude, I’m sorry. This evening has been a disaster.”  
           “Not at all,” said Gertrude. Charlie echoed the same sentiment as he moved to collect his 
jacket.  
 
           AFTER the Sanchez’s had collected their daughters and left, Julie and Jackson went 
into the kitchen and opened a bottle of Ramos Pinto. Jackson took two glasses from the cupboard 
and placed them on the counter for Julie to fill. “So how long are you going to make me wait?” 
said Julie. 
           Jackson smiled. “How long am I going to make you wait for what?” 
“I want to hear this ‘delicate information’?” Julie said.  
            Jackson took a drink of the port, raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips. “Yes,” he said. 
He massaged his neck and stared at something on the counter. Julie widened her eyes and looked 
at him with a grave and full-hearted expression. “It’s about my father,” he said, turning his head 
to her.  
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           “What about him?”  
           “The bank he’s been running has gone broke. They’ve already filed for bankruptcy.” 
           “Oh,” said Julie. She bit her lip, confused. Jackson had never spoken to her about his 
father before, and she wondered why he would put on so much ceremony to tell her this. “That’s 
too bad,” she said. 
           He grinned. His eyes grew wild, wilder than they already were. He grabbed her wrist. 
“No, it’s the opposite,” he said, shaking her arm. “The old man landed his golden parachute onto 
a ten-million-dollar payout, and he’s going to give me half. He called me on the phone the other 
night, telling me how sorry he was or whatever, for leaving. I’m on the first flight to Geneva 
tomorrow. Then I’m going to buy a house with a lemon tree and live over there, in Europe – 
Spain, Italy, France; I don’t care.” He softened and put his other hand over hers. “I want you to 
come with me,” he whispered. 
           Julie pulled her hand away. “What?” 
           From his back pocket, Jackson produced two plane tickets. “Come with me, Julie. You’re 
don’t belong here. We can live on a hill in San Tropez and feed each other oysters. We can buy a 
sailboat and fill it with fabulous wine. We can sit under olive trees eating pastries and smoking 
Gold Leaf’s. I’ll buy you topaz, pearls, and garnet. You can wake up at noon, write poetry, buy 
every dress on the Rue Cambon.” 
           “Have you told your mother?” Julie said, squeezing her nails into her leg, feeling short of 
breath. How wonderful everything he described sounded to her. His words were like needles.  
           Jackson bit his lip. “This is delicate, Julie.” 
           Julie looked at him. She pictured herself standing in front of Jackson’s father, as she and 
Jackson stood in an office demanding cash. She imagined herself flying back alone, disgraced, 
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and with nowhere to go; the eyes of everyone she knew baring down on her. She felt tears 
welling in her eyes. “I can’t,” she said. “I can’t just leave.”  
           “You know where the door is, don’t you?” 
           “My life is here.” 
           “No, your stuff is here. We’ll buy you new stuff.” 
           “I can’t, Jackson. This doesn’t make any sense.” Perhaps there was a time in her youth, 
when Julie would have left everything behind, but she was too old now, and she knew too much. 
She shook her head and wiped some mascara across her face with her hand. 
           He shook his head. “You’re just nervous. Here, have a line.” From his pocket he produced 
a small white baggie. His hands shook as he poured some out on the counter.  
           Julie, out of instinct, wiped the cocaine onto the floor. “You can’t do that here,” she said.  
Jackson looked at her with furious disdain, the same way Lauren had looked at her, before she 
stormed upstairs. He grabbed tightly around her elbow. “You’re not hearing me, Julie. Come on, 
you’re unhappy here. You know that. Let’s go,” he said, pulling on her. But Julie pulled her arm 
away.   
He fixed his eyes on her in silent fury. Her hair stuck to her lips and her mascara. A bit of 
snot dripped from her nose.  
           “I’m sorry, Jackson. I want to. You don’t know how much I want to.” But Julie did not 
finish her thought, and instead turned her head to the sound of footsteps coming down the stairs. 
Jackson scowled. “I was wrong about you; this is what you deserve.” He grabbed the bottle of 
port and stormed out the door.  
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Steve came downstairs, but upon hearing Jackson’s car engine turn, and seeing that Julie 
was crying alone, he went back to bed without a word. He would wait until the morning, when 
she was sober, to admonish her.  
 
AFTER everyone had gone to bed, Julie went back to the dining room and looked at 
the litter of plates scattered around the table. The coffee cups sat crooked in their saucers with 
little puddles of backwash at the bottom, some had lipstick stains smeared on the rims. The 
napkins had all been left balled up on the chairs and the floor. The tablecloth would need to be 
cleaned. Julie began gathering the dishes. She was piling the saucers and plates on top of each 
other, staring intently at the leonine mouths of the potted white orchids on the center of the table. 
She began to feel as though everything in the room – the portraits on the walls, the Persian rug 
under her feet, the crystal chandelier hanging overhead – were moving away from her, opening 
the room into an ocean of endless space. She closed her eyes and stepped backward. She felt 
something hard with her heel and heard it break. When she looked down, she saw it was the pie 
plate Lauren had smashed on the floor. The manor home was broken up into pieces, and the 













We were all failing out of school, but the way I saw it, we were falling out of one dream 
and into another. The mornings were wonderful –wake up to the sound of Loony Toons and 
quiet laughter. Patti always got up before I did, so the whole bed would be mine. I’d stretch out 
and try to touch every corner of the mattress. Mark would cook us all breakfast. I don’t know 
where he got the notion to start, but I was sure glad it stuck. Standing there in the kitchen, in his 
plaid boxer shorts and a grease-stained t-shirt, he’d fry up potatoes, eggs, bacon. He’d make 
pancakes, squeeze orange juice. From 10 am to noon every morning, he’d just keep putting more 
food on the table, smoking one Marlboro Gold after another. It was the only real meal any of us 
ate, but it was a damn good one. Patti and I liked to eat ours on the front porch. There were two 
rusty beach chairs out there and some cardinals had a nest in our dogwood tree. We’d watch 
them look for worms and say things like, “Maybe I’ll go to the library today,” or “I think I’ll 
write my uncle Huey a letter.” On those misty mornings, listening to the birds chirping, watching 
Patti pour Aunt Jemima over her banana pancakes, making plans, we’d never go through with, I 
thought I could feel the earth breathing softly underneath me, and I’d try to breathe with it. After 
breakfast, we’d go inside and clean up the kitchen. Mark and our other roommate, Stick-man, 
would usually already be on the nod, but Patti and I liked to wait. When it rained, we’d sit on the 
green shag carpet and play mancala. Through the window, we’d see other students scurrying up 
Fever Street, heading to class or heading back, covering their heads with their backpacks to stay 
dry. I’d say something like, “No use going out in this weather,” and Patti would say, “No…too 
cold, too wet.” We’d sit there, moving our pebbles around the board, listening to rain patter 
against the tin roof, waiting for our bang, and for all those other things we knew would end. 
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Walking into Cold Water 
I met Pierce a month into my third year of law school, and very quickly he became my 
mentor and closest friend. It wasn’t just the things he did, and the way he did them; he had so 
much style. Pierce understood something, something indelible but undeniably real. He was with 
the Cool. Everything about him reminded you of that. And while I and everyone else were 
flapping through the world like headless chickens, clucking our meaningless hog shit, Pierce saw 
what was really going on. Most of my friends were well-bred, intramural soccer and craft beer 
types. Little build your own personality kits from Darien and Milburn. I met all of them through 
my girlfriend, Rita. We’d been going for two years. She was getting her masters in social work, 
and she was trying to fix me. The worse I got, the more attached to me she became. I kept 
waiting for her to call it quits, to say, “You are a totally and completely fucked. I don’t want to 
talk to you ever again.” I wanted to believe I was wired a bad person, then I wouldn’t have 
anything to feel guilty about. And I wanted Rita and everyone else to think I was a bad person 
too. I wanted to strike fear into those pastel wearing cunts. I was out for a new prerogative, a new 
strut.  
*** 
We went to this dance club with some of Rita’s friends from class. There were pre-drinks 
at someone’s apartment before, and Rita and I got into a big fight. They were all talking about 
injustice in America, how shameful the wealth divide was. I said I wouldn’t care if I was poor as 
long as no one knew, and that little remark earned me a long lecture on socioeconomic 
insensitivity. I promised everyone I’d go on a mission trip.  
It got worse in the Uber. Rita was still pouting and saying things like, “I don’t understand 
why you can’t just go out and have fun with us,” while I sniffed up key bump after key bump in 
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the back seat. Rita’s friend Mark, who called the Uber, was worried the driver would file a 
complaint about me doing coke in the car, and his Uber rating would drop. I couldn’t give less of 
a fuck about Mark’s Uber rating and I told him so.  
The club was in the Meatpacking district, in what had been an abandoned warehouse. I’d 
never been there before. It was dark and hot inside. The air smelled like body odor and weed. 
Vines were growing in the rafters and strange pictures hung crooked on the walls. The 
dancefloor was packed shoulder to shoulder around a DJ who was playing some deep, European 
house music and wearing Freddie Krueger mask. It was so loud I could feel my organs shaking. 
Freaks were all over the place – dread heads, junkies, tranny’s, men with black eyeliner, women 
with their shirts painted on – and they were all appearing and disappearing with the red and 
purple and blue lights that flashed to the beat of the bone-rattling bass. I was digging it.  
Rita and her friends went over to the edge of the crowd and started dancing self-consciously. I 
made like I was following them and then ducked out for the bathroom to cut some lines. From 
the moment we got inside, I made a point of distancing myself from the group. They were all 
sticking out like sore thumbs. Mark had a goddamn golf shirt on. I knew if I was with them I 
wouldn’t meet anyone here, but I had on my Fear and Loathing Acapulco shirt, black jeans, and 
loafers, which I thought was a pretty good look for this setting.  
I swung the bathroom door open, and I felt something slam against it from the inside, 
hard. I closed it, then opened it up more carefully, and saw I’d knocked a little skinny guy out 
cold. He was lying on the floor. Pierce was standing over him in rimless sunglasses, a black 
pinstriped suit, black undershirt, and gold buckled black loafers. His hair was long and slicked 
back. He pulled me inside and closed the door.  
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In the bathroom, graffiti had been painted all over the walls, on the mirror, and the stalls, 
and a trickle of blood flowed from the boy’s head onto the sticky tile floor.  
“Say, thanks for that. This tweak was trying to rob me,” Pierce said. He bent down and 
pulled the boy's wallet. He pulled out four one-dollar bills and scoffed. Then he took out two 
credit cards, and stuck the wallet back in the boy’s pocket. I watched him, dumbfounded, my 
back against the door. “Keep that door closed. I’m gonna get him set up on the toilet.” I nodded 
and leaned my weight into the door. Pierce went about dragging the kid onto the toilet, sitting 
him there, and then once he’d locked the stall, he pulled himself up on the stall panel and rolled 
himself over it in a front flip. “Right, she’s all yours,” he said, motioning to the other stall.   
There was something immensely prepossessing about him. I don’t know if it was the rakish smile 
or the swift efficiency of his movements, but it was immediately clear to me there was something 
different about this guy. I told him I’d actually come in to take a line, and asked him if he wanted 
one.  
“Let’s do it.”  
So Pierce held the door and I went over to the sink and dumped out the rest of the cocaine 
on my phone. I was rolling up a bill, when I heard banging on the door. “This is security. You 
can’t close up the bathroom. Open up right now.” My stomach dropped. What if they found the 
boy propped up on the toilet? What then? And here I was with a phone covered in cocaine. I was 
about to start packing it up in a frenzy but I saw Pierce was still smiling. “You porcine shit,” he 
yelled back, “I’m delivering a baby in here. We’re having complications. Get some towels, right 
away!” 
“Oh shit. Do you want me to call a doctor?” The voice was softer now, less confident. 
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“Fuck no. This woman is cooked on heroin. She’ll be arrested. Just get the towels, and 
we’ll take care of the rest.”  
And then it was silent. Both of us busted out laughing. I couldn’t believe it.  
After we took the lines, Pierce suggested we take the boy's credit cards over to a rooftop 
bar he knew in Brooklyn Heights. I said alright.  
We picked up his car at the valet, a black Porsche Taycan, quick little thing. Going, over 
the Brooklyn Bridge, he got it up to a hundred and thirty miles an hour. 
The place in Brooklyn Heights was brightly lit, high ceilings, bonsai trees, waterfalls over 
gold-painted corrugated iron. There was an outdoor bar, where you could see the whole city 
silhouetted against the night sky. It looked bigger from up there, more mystical. We chatted up 
some young married women whose husbands were away on business. Pierce was buying them 
drinks on the kid’s credit card and leaving big tips. In only two hours we managed to spend five 
hundred dollars, then we slipped out with two bottles of Old Monk from behind the bar. I felt 
like a hero.  
After that we drove all the way out to Jones Beach, taking slugs out of our Old Monk. 
Pierce was weaving through traffic like a maniac. “You have to be one with the car,” he 
explained, turning his whole body to me as we approached an eighteen-wheeler at a hundred and 
five miles an hour. “You have to know each tire like your own fingers.” Right when I was sure 
we were going to crash, he shifted the car down into fifth, slipped over into the fire lane and 
made the pass.  
We were driving on the beach when first light broke. He put his hand on my leg, and I let 
him keep it there. I’d never considered myself a homosexual, but I thought if I said anything it 
would ruin everything and be right back where I started with Rita. Rita was a cute little piece, but 
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our sex was routine at this point. I was not opposed to looking at what other brands of pleasure 
were out there. I mean wasn’t that was this was all about, looking for something new.  
When we got back to my place, he asked me if I’d be interested in taking on some work. I said, I 
would. I couldn’t sleep that night; I was so happy.  
*** 
After that Pierce started giving me little jobs about once every other week. I picked up a 
package from Long Island. I drove two guys to the airport. I waited outside a woman’s house in 
Bay Ridge and called to tell him when she left. It was nothing dangerous, just errands, but I took 
them very seriously. I didn’t know the full context for these assignments, but I knew they were 
not benign. The day after a job I always got sick with guilt, and I became desperately paranoid. 
During these episodes, I holed up in my apartment with a handle of Jim. After a while, the 
malaise would pass, leaving me feeling hungover and moral and with a few hundred dollars to 
spend. 
When I came to pick up the money after doing a job, Pierce and I would go out for 
drinks. From bits of conversation, I gathered he had family connections to the mafia, but there 
was a lot of bad blood, and he was mostly working solo. We talked a lot about music, art, food, 
philosophy, funny observations. Pierce had a winsome way about him, that stirred an honesty in 
me. Sometimes I found myself telling him things I hadn’t even had the nerve to admit to myself 
before. Once, when we were lying in a bed at the St. Regis, I told him I hated my parents even 
though they had taken me on vacations and put me through school and called to tell me they 
loved me every week. I remember he just waved his hand and said, “Don’t be penitent. The 
young hate the old; that’s just how it is.” Whatever Pierce was talking about, he approached it 
with the same casual regard. He was a man, like Caesar or Napoleon, who could easily make 
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sense of horror and who carried enormous burdens with wistful enthusiasm. He was also a gifted 
storyteller. He told stories about robberies, sexual exploits, pranks. No matter what he was 
talking about he made it funny. I enjoyed our sex a great deal.  
I felt very mysterious and sexy carrying on this double life, and although I only saw 
Pierce now and then, our friendship made my life infinitely better. Every morning, I jumped right 
out of bed. I was studying more and getting better grades in my classes. I started taking Rita out 
for fancy dinners which got her to shut up about social justice. I became much more present and 
interested in my own life and felt like I had infinite energy. There were those regrettable 
episodes of guilt sickness, but each one was shorter than the last, and I lived job by job, always 
waiting for my phone to ring. I always wanted to get back to that secret, elevated perspective I 
felt working on the other side of the law.  
*** 
It had been 16 days since my last job, and I hadn’t heard a word from Pierce. I checked 
my phone obsessively. Rita picked up on this, and she had become suspicious. She knew 
something was up. At breakfast she said, “Why do you keep checking your phone? You’ve been 
acting so weird lately. I feel like we aren’t communicating, Ian. I feel like…” at this point her lip 
started trembling, “you’re hiding something from me.” Her voice took on that nasal sincerity I 
couldn’t help but snigger at. 
“Well, if you want the truth, I’m waiting to see if my mafia lover needs anyone 
whacked.” 
“I’m not kidding.” 
“Neither am I.” 
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“Why can’t we have an honest conversation. It’s like you don’t talk to me, and when you 
do you never mean anything you say. I’m…worried about you.”  
She started crying, and I started laughing. “Is there any coffee left in the pot?” 
She stood up, furious, and threw my coffee mug against the wall. It didn’t break, which 
was oddly and painfully disappointing. “The reason I don’t talk to you is that for every word I 
say, you spit a paragraph back at me, and listening to you talk is insufferable.”  
“What?” She began pacing around the table, making this whole ordeal feel even more 
like a police interrogation.  
“Listening to you makes me want to take a power drill to my eardrums.” 
She said she was going to spend the weekend at her parents.  
*** 
I stayed in the apartment all day doing nothing. I watched the news until I had such a bad 
headache I had to turn it off. I tried to get started on a case study that was due Monday but the 
motivation just wasn’t there. At 4:30 sharp, I poured myself a tall glass of white rum and put a 
Steely Dan CD in the stereo. The liquor helped with the boredom; I didn’t feel so itchy anymore. 
And I was digging the music, listing to all the words, and tapping my foot. Get along Kid 
Charlemagne I’d been doing that for three hours and was considering skipping dinner and calling 
it a night, when Pierce buzzed me at the door.  
He’d never come to my apartment before, and I was curious what had driven him to come 
now. I couldn’t help but marvel at what a wonderful coincidence it was that Rita had left for the 
weekend. “Come on up,” I said.  
He was sweating, and he had a crazy, un-tuned look in his eye I’d never seen before. I 
asked him if he wanted some rum. He nodded and I poured him a glass. He sat down at the table. 
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He still hadn’t said a word. I wanted to break the silence, but everything I could think of to say 
sounded dorky in my head, so I turned up the volume on the stereo and checked the fridge what 
food we had. I was looking in there, thinking about cooking up some spaghetti, when he finally 
spoke. “I need a blowjob.” 
I closed the fridge. “Alright.”  
He started unbuckling his pants. “I need to lie low for a few days. Is there a way you 
could get your girlfriend to go somewhere else for the weekend?”  
I smiled and took a gulp of rum. “Baby got mad at me this morning. She’s at her 
parents.”  
He wiped some sweat from his eye and took a deep breath. He relaxed and started to look 
like his normal self again. I got down on my knees. He started running his fingers through my 
hair.  
I had his cock in the back of my throat when Rita opened the door. She screamed went 
running down the hall. Pierce jumped over me, which given the current situation, was somewhat 
unpleasant, and went chasing after her. Once he caught up with her, he dragged her back into the 
apartment by her hair. He threw her on the floor inside and closed the door. By some miracle, no 
one saw him. Rita stared at me, dumbstruck. Her hair was all in her eyes, and she was just lying 
there sprawled out in her red cardigan and high rise jeans. I felt sick to my stomach.  
“I thought you were going to stay with your parents,” I said.  
“Well, I came back. You are fucked. You know that Ian? You lead me on for two years. 
Two fucking years! I thought we were going to get married.” She stared at me viciously. I’d been 
waiting for her to say this for so long and now that she had, I felt like I had been punched in the 
nose. I had no idea what to say, and I was worried about looking like a twitch in front of Pierce. I 
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was also worried about my parents finding out I’d been sleeping with another man, so I just 
stared back at her as blankly as I could, trying to pull all the emotion from my face, and pushing 
it back into my brain.  
Pierce stood behind her guarding the door. “Do you have duct tape?” 
Rita turned to him. “Fuck you!” she said. “I’m leaving.” She went to stand up, but Pierce 
gave her a hard kick in the ribs and she fell back down. He opened his hand and smacked her on 
the ear so hard she started bleeding. No one had ever hit her like that before. I certainly hadn’t. I 
felt some bile coming up my throat and quickly swallowed it. From the ankle holster under his 
pant leg, Pierce produced a twelve-inch bowie knife and held it to her cheek. “No more talking 
from you.” He stepped away from her and looked up at me coolly. “Do you have duct tape, or do 
you need to go to the store?” 
           I took a deep breath. “Yeah, we have some.”  
           We taped her up and put a pillowcase over her head because I couldn’t stand to look at 
her, but there was still the issue of how to get her out to Pierce’s car without anyone noticing. He 
suggested we roll her up in the rug so that’s what we did. Before we left, we took some lines off 
the kitchen table. I filled a Nalgene with the rest of the rum. I was going to need it. We took Rita, 
duct-taped and rolled up in our living room rug, down the backstairs, carrying her on our 
shoulders. On the way down, we passed two guys coming up, and I thought I might piss myself, 
but Pierce waved at them affably and said, “Good evening, gentlemen.”  
  “Oh, excuse us,” they said, making room for us to go by.  
Pierce’s Taycan was parked in a garage a few blocks away. I was holding the back end of 
the rug, where Rita’s feet were, and fixing my eyes on the back of Pierce’s head. Around us, 
people hurried past, absorbed in their own affairs, not paying us any mind.  
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She wasn’t going to fit in the trunk, so we had to lay the rug right through the middle of 
the car. Rita’s feet were on the center console. Occasionally, she would kick, and I would take a 
big swig of rum from the Nalgene. Pierce was driving very tepidly, staying a few miles under the 
speed limit and using his blinkers to pull into turn lanes. He told me to ease off it. “You’re going 
to need your wits if we run into trouble.” That was the only thing he said. Not a word of where 
we were going or what we were going to do. But then, I knew what we were going to do; we 
were going to kill Rita. I kept thinking, what the fuck is happening. I reigned in this panic as best 
I could, assuring myself that Pierce knew what he was doing. It also occurred to me I had a real 
opportunity to prove my worth tonight. And there was the fact that I was already in the car; 
turning around now was ludicrous. Asking was suicide. Pierce would kill me if I made him, if I 
lost my nerves. I glanced over at him; he was staring straight ahead, occasionally checking his 
mirrors. I looked at the road and steadied my breath. I was overwhelmingly aware that this was 
the most important day of my life thus far. I told myself if I can do this, I can do anything. If I 
can do this, I can be like Pierce.   
We continued north up highway 87.  
Two hours later, somewhere around Woodstock, where fifty years ago hippies were 
singing about love and peace, we turned off onto a dirt road and continued about a half a mile 
until we came to a lake. “Ok. We’re here,” Pierce said. He turned the car off.  
  “Ok." I closed my eyes, counted to three, and got out of the car. Pierce took off his jacket 
and dress shirt. When I saw him doing this, I pulled out a cigarette and walked a little way from 
the car. I figured he was going to shoot her, and I didn’t need to see that. 
“What are you doing? Let’s get this done,” he said.  
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I walked back over with my hands in my pockets, making a zig-zag pattern. Sucking 
furiously on a Marlboro Red. He looked impatient, which was unlike him. “So…are you going to 
um, shoot her?” The rug kicked. I mashed my cigarette butt into the dirt.  
“No, there’s no need for that. We’ll stuff the ends of the rug with rocks and throw her in 
the lake. It’s cleaner that way.” 
I bit my lip. “Oh. Okay.” 
           “Pick up that cigarette butt and put it in your pocket.” 
           We began walking around to the far side of the lake, bushwhacking through the dark 
forest. A half-moon was shrouded by wispy black clouds, and it was very dark. A couple of 
times, I tripped on roots and dropped my end. It was a long walk, and we had to stop to rest in 
the middle. We put our hands behind our heads and panted for a few minutes in silence, then 
Pierce gave me a nod and we continued into the woods. I was thankful for the hard labor which 
kept me from thinking. Sweat dripped down my neck, and I tried hard to focus on the progress of 
each droplet. 
When we got to the far side of the lake, Pierce sat down and told me to collect some 
rocks. “Get some big ones.”  
Once I had collected enough, we stuffed the rocks into the ends of the rug. It was so 
quiet, I could hear Rita’s muffled screaming through the sock Pierce had shoved into her mouth 
and duct-taped securely to her head. My breath became increasingly unsteady. Pierce had 
brought the duct tape with him, and we used that to secure our shirts over both ends of the rug so 
the rocks wouldn’t fall out. The scratching of cricket antennae rang in my head. 
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“Get undressed,” said. He was already taking off his pants. “We’re going to have to swim 
out with her to where it’s deeper. I just stood there. I couldn’t speak. “Come on, a swim will be 
good for you.” He patted me on the shoulder, and I started unlacing my tennis shoes.  
With our clothes on the shore, we put Rita back on our shoulders. She was much heavier 
now, with the rocks. The moonlight shimmered on the freezing black water as we walked out 
into the lake. I could see Orion’s belt above us, and as my body went numb I felt my spirit 
tapping into something ancient. With every step I took, I felt a demon cemented further into my 



























A Change of Silence 
Sitting in the back of the canoe, Lucy O’Connor made a rudder with her paddle to 
straighten their course. Her younger brother, Ryan, sat in the front and made long, powerful 
strokes. While driving home from a bar three months before, he had crashed into an oak tree. His 
best friend, Grant, had died in the wreck. The air was cold and fresh, like clean sheets.  
It was a clear day and the early afternoon sun was a white, blinding mass, peeking 
through holes in the winter foliage above them. That morning, they had driven the Chevy up to 
Feeder Ditch from their Grandparent’s house in Mayock and paddled the canal to Drummonds 
Pond, where they had a quiet lunch. Now they paddled east on the canal, back toward the car, 
and it was quiet still.  
“Our best summers were in Mayock, staying with Grandma and Grandpa,” Lucy said, 
“building forts and eating ice-cream. Remember, the swing set would still be wet with dew when 
we woke up?” She smiled at the memory, and she wished he could see her.  
“I remember some,” Ryan said.  
“Do you remember when you fell out of the big cypress tree. Grandma ran out the back 
door when I told her. That was the only time I’ve ever seen her run.” Their Grandma was a big 
woman, and Lucy remembered how her gut bounced around as she ran across the yard in her 
bathrobe and no shoes. Ryan was Grandma’s favorite; he was everybody’s favorite. He had been 
a quiet and endearing child – a pudgy blond cherub, looking at toy dinosaurs, too astounded for 
words. Since the two of them had come to stay the weekend in Mayock, Lucy had noticed him in 
the morning staring at his Raisin Bran with grim, canceled eyes. At night, he drank beer alone in 
his bed with the TV turned off and no book. His new silence was both reminiscent and terrifying. 
“Let’s rest for a while,” Lucy said. 
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“Ok,” Ryan said.  
“Want some water?” 
“Yes.”  
Lucy pulled out the green Nalgene, the one covered in gift shop stickers from family road 
trips. She drank and passed the bottle to Ryan. She looked around for a deer or an otter or a 
pheasant, something to point out, but there was nothing. Just cold shriveled gum and bay trees 
growing out of mangled briars, a few adolescent junipers, and the aloof cypress’ lording above 
them. The swamp was still, too still, its silence shrill and prickling.  
“It’s so quiet,” said Lucy. 
“It is,” said Ryan. He looked up at the sky, as if to watch a bird in flight, but no birds 
were flying.  
“Ryan, you need to forgive yourself. It shouldn’t be like this.” 
“Let’s talk about something else.” 
  “It was a mistake. You’re still you.”  
“I might go to prison.”  
  “Ryan, look at me,” Lucy said. He did not turn around. “Ryan, look at me,” she said 
again. Again, he did not turn around. “Ryan, I know Grant forgives you, and his family doesn’t 
want that. It was a terrible thing, but you still have a life to live.” Ryan was like a photograph to 
her; it was wrong, and deeply unnerving that he should change. Her throat felt sore.  
With the sleeve of his jacket, Ryan wiped some snot from his nose. Then he turned 
around to face his sister, “I like the quiet,” he said.  
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Lucy nodded uneasily and racked her brain for something to say. “Remember when we 
would go out to the pond after dinner. We would sing Yellow Submarine over and over?” she 
said.  
He turned back around, his eyes fixed east down the narrow canal. “I do,” he said, and he 
screwed the cap back on the Nalgene.  
A gust of cold wind came through and gave them both a chill. Lucy took her paddle and 
began moving them farther down the canal. Ryan sat slouched and motionless in front of her. 
Lucy started to sing,  
“In the town where I was born 
Lived a man who sailed to sea 
And he told us of his life 
In the land of submarines.” 
           She sang softly at first, then louder, and in a little while she heard a scratchy, alien 












When I got home I went out to feed the rabbits. I’d been awake so long my ears were 
ringing, and I wasn’t sure if any of this was real – my house, the old hemlock tree, orange in the 
morning sun. The dew seemed to be holding time in suspension. It surprised me that I was able 
to walk and lift my arms. I heard the wind chimes singing, faintly, like they were across some 
nonexistent river, as I walked across the yard, holding a paper grocery bag, smooshing 
overgrown grass, my feet squeaking in my wet tennis shoes. I lifted the bag and poured rotten 
peppers, tomatoes, potatoes, lettuce, into the rabbit pen. Little balls of meat and fur were looking 
up at me with beady black eyes, not moving. I sat down in the grass, clicked my tongue, and 
thought, I knew this was going to happen. I’d been exaggerating my poor health on my fire 
department worker’s comp forms for six months, and two guys from my ladder company figured 
me out last night at a bar, when I was drunk and stupid and looking for a fight. 
My bail hearing was in the morning. A judge clicked his pen a few times and said, fifteen 
grand, Mr. Luis. Where did he come up with that? Who the hell has fifteen grand? Fortunately, 
Angels came down to bail me out, Angels Bail Bonds. They had the fifteen grand, but they 
wanted a premium, ten percent. I took a payment plan on the premium. Didn’t even know you 
could do that, but apparently you can. The only catch was I had to wear a tracker on my ankle.  
           My court date was in two months. That meant I had to pay Angels a hundred and ninety 
dollars every Friday until then. I was guilty, and I knew I was going to jail. All I wanted was to 
drink, be left alone and forgotten about until then. I started selling Carla’s shit, cleaning house, 
and that brought me through the first two weeks pretty easy. She’d been gone for seven months 
and I’d never gotten around to selling her stuff in all that time. I suppose I still thought, maybe, 
she’d come back. But I didn’t need hope, I was beginning to realize I didn’t even want it. What I 
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need was money. I drove every load of Carla’s stuff to the pawnshop with my stomach in a 
crank, but then I’d hand over the stamp collection, the earrings, the coat, whatever it was, to the 
guy at the desk, get my ticket and feel two inches taller. Walking out of there, my feet seemed to 
lift themselves. 
It was July. The days were all hot and sunny, and my drinks were all Four Roses. I was 
sleeping in till noon, chewing a tin a day, sitting in the easy chair, watching Andy Griffith 
marathons and itching the skin under my ankle monitor until it bled. I nibbled on blocks of store-
brand cheddar cheese, and for dinner, smoked rabbits and ate them with baked potatoes. There’s 
a guy who’s dog I pulled out of a fire years ago, Sebastian, Greek fellow. He works at the 
grocery store and gives me old vegetables they can’t sell. I feed the rabbits on that, so the meat’s 
all free.  
I was sure everybody at the fire station had heard the news about me, and I had nothing to 
say to them. When Carla left me, it was for another guy in my company. They’d been sleeping 
together for years, and everybody at the station knew except for me. Three days after she left, a 
farmhouse on the edge of town caught fire. While everyone else in my company was outside 
manning the hoses, I stood in the living room and watched a roofing beam turn catch flame, 
watched the weight of the roof overhead dig into it as it burned, watched it splinter and fall on 
top of me.  
 
           Week three came around, and I didn’t have any more of Carla’s stuff to sell. I still needed 
money, and I wasn't willing to work for it. I sold my grandfather’s watch and my wedding ring to 
a pawn shop. I got two hundred dollars for the two of them, which I thought was pretty good. On 
my way home, I picked up a handle of Four Roses for the weekend. I ended up drinking the 
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better part of it that night, looking at stars, and the next morning I was dreaming about a big 
baked potato with lots of butter, when I heard banging on the door.  
           This guy, the bond agent, he was all kneecaps – big kneecap gut, bald kneecap head. He 
was wearing a pinstriped black dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and he was sweating right 
through it. He was wearing a gold watch and cheap leather shoes. I opened the screen door, still 
in my jeans from last night and an undershirt.  
           “Are you Chester Luis?” 
           “Hardly. Who’s asking?” 
           “Scott Rinella. I work for Angels.” He shoved a piece of paper under my nose and said, 
“You're late on your payments.”  
           “No, I dropped off my check yesterday.” I took the paper and started reading it, but I was 
too hungover to make out any of the words. My head was banging like a kettle drum. 
           While I was trying to get my vision to focus, Scott Rinella barged past me and knocked 
me into the door frame. “I’m here for the equipment expenses. You haven’t paid them,” he said. 
He looked around the house, swaggering, poked his head in my room, opened the desk drawers. 
It gives you a weird feeling, having somebody in your house that you don’t want there, makes 
you want to bark and shake your ass. I wanted to go splash some water on my face, but I also 
didn’t want to take my eyes off him.  
           “What do you mean, equipment expenses? What equipment?”  
           “The ankle monitor – it’s not free. You owe fifty dollars a week to keep that on.” 
           Standing there, my ankle itched felt like it was covered in fire ants. “I don’t want it.”  
           He chuckled evilly, walked into the kitchen and looked in the fridge. “What you want has 
got nothing to do with it. This is about the law, and the law requires you to wear and pay for an 
	 61	
ankle monitor. Your three weeks late on your payments. I’m here to get that money.” He pulled 
his head out of the fridge with my block of cheese in his hand and started eating it.  
           Watching him eat my cheese, I tried to remember where I left my hunting knife. But I was 
too groggy to kill anybody, and I knew it wouldn’t help anything. “Fine, sure, I’ll write you a 
check right now.” I went to my checkbook to write him a check for a hundred and fifty -dollars. I 
knew these people would be all over my ass if I got behind on my payments, and I desperately 
wanted to get back to my baked potato dream. I had a hundred-sixty-five in the account, so I 
figured I could wait till tomorrow to go to the pawnshop. I came back to the door but saw him 
sitting on the couch eating my cheese. He’d poured himself a drink. I bit my tongue.  
           “Here’s your check.” He took the check and looked it over. “Now, if you don’t mind, give 
me my cheese back and get lost,” I said. But he didn’t get up.  
“Late fees are sixty-five dollars a week. You’re three weeks late.”  
           “Jesus, I just gave you all the money I have.”  
           He sipped my whiskey, his big, hairy paw covering the entire glass. “Well, I’ll just have 
to take the TV for now. Whatever we can sell it for, will be taken off your late fees. There will be 
other fees though, for the time cost of finding a buyer.” He finished off his drink, got up and 
started unplugging the TV. “It’s very important that you make your payments on time, Chester. 
Otherwise, this isn’t going to be fun for anyone. Any property you own; we have legal right to 
seize. We can garnish your wages and that’s not the end of it.” I was imagining myself gouging 
out his eyes, imagining his blind screams of horror, his blood running down my arms. I knew if I 
stayed in that room any longer, I’d do something horrible, so I went back to bed, laid as still as I 
could under the covers, with the sheets rubbing against my eyelashes, and played dead.  
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           When I heard his engine turn, I got back out of bed and started hauling my furniture 
outside to tie down to the truck – the easy chair, the bed, the desk, the refrigerator. So much for 
sleeping in.  
It took me three trips to get everything over to the pawnshop, but a funny thing happened; 
after every trip I made, I felt a little better. Scott Rinella was coming for all my stuff, that was 
clear, and I felt like I was getting ahead of him. I sold the smoker. I sold the bed. I sold the 
couch, the desk, the fire poker, the microwave. The guy at the desk, an old guy who fought in 
Korea, started chuckling when I came back the third time. He said, “You’re running us out of 
storage.” 
           I told him, “I’d be happy to store the stuff for you at my house.” 
           We had a good laugh about that, and then I went back home.  
           I took one step inside my house and stopped. My living room looked huge and bizarre. 
I've lived in this house my whole life. My father died in this room, I fucked my wife in this 
room, and yet, I felt like I was seeing it for the first time. The silence rang in my ears, and I stood 
there, staring at nothing until my vision lost focus, and I was able to forget who I was.  
            
           A week later, I didn’t have enough money to make the payments. The fees all had fees, 
and they spun me up to my ears in a little cocoon. Even if I could have found a job, it would have 
been pointless. I figured, eventually they’d just leave me alone, like a tapped keg. With my house 
empty, all I wanted was whiskey and chewing tobacco to pass the time, but my bad checks were 
catching up to me. I’d already gotten chewed out at the liquor store.  
           It had been one week since I sold everything. I was at the Chevrolet station with my 
checkbook hoping to get a tin and enough gas to get me to Easton, where I thought I might be 
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able to pull one over at the liquor store. As soon as I walked in, the guy behind the counter starts 
yelling at me, “You, get the hell out of here.” 
           “What do you mean? Why?” 
           “Word gets around, Chester. I heard about you stealing from the firehouse, you bum.” 
           “Look, I don’t know who you are, but we don’t need to be friends. All I want is a tin and a 
little gas.” 
           There were two old guys in Bethlehem Steel jumpsuits waiting in line and one of them 
started grumbling, “Stealing from the fire station – the fuckin’ leeches you see these days.” They 
looked so smug, these men who worked their whole lives as slaves, breathing poison and 
breaking their backs for men who hated them.  
           I clenched my fists and stood there like an idiot. My ankle itched, horribly. I turned to the 
old man, said, “Why don’t you shit yourself and die,” and stormed out. I drove home as fast as I 
could and went out back. The sun was shining against the hemlock tree so that it shaded the 
whole back yard. Dandelions and buttercups sprouted up out of the grass. I went over and sat 
down in the shade. The rabbits were hopping around the pen and humping each other. I picked 
one up and started petting it. It was soft and warm. I felt its heart beating. It looked at me the way 
it looked at the other rabbits and didn't poke fun when tears started rolling down my cheeks.  
            
           The next day, I woke up to my stomach growling. I ignored it as best I could and spent the 
morning pulling out handfuls of grass and throwing them into the breeze, but my stomach 
wouldn’t quit bugging me. It would be two days till I could pick up more groceries from 
Sebastian, and all I had to eat was sunflower seeds. I also had the rabbits.  
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Around noon I started getting a fire ready to cook some meat. I chopped more firewood, 
even though I already had some, and made a teepee with plenty of kindling and twigs, probably 
more than I needed. I lit the fire and fed it for a while to get the embers hot. I kept feeding it and 
feeding it, until there was a layer of embers four inches thick, embers as red as fresh blood. With 
my stomach still hounding me, I set up two Y shaped sticks to hold the skewer. I decided to cut 
the bark off of them, so I got my hunting knife and did that. I dug out different size holes in the 
ground on either side of the fire, so the skewer would hang perfectly level.  
Finally, around dusk, I couldn’t think of any more prep to do. I got my hunting knife and went 
over to the rabbit pen. I picked up a few of them and looked them over for defects but they all 
looked fine. I took out the biggest one, brown, fat, with big wide ears pointed out. I held it up to 
my face for a long time. We looked at each other, neither one of us blinking. “I won’t eat you,” I 
said, finally, and put it back in the pen. I went and laid down on the porch, closed my eyes and 
tried to fall asleep. I dreamed about a big buffet – sausages, green beans, hot roast beef 
sandwiches, blueberry pancakes with syrup, all I could eat.  
 
I stopped eating the rabbits after that and started building them a bigger pen out of boards 
I ripped off the house. I made a birdhouse, put peanut butter and sunflower seeds in there, and 
some cardinals moved in. I put old cobs of corn out in the yard, so deer would come by. I started 
feeling better. Strange, but better. Sleeping on the porch, I’d wake up with the sun and lie out in 
the grass for hours. Sebastian still gave me a bag of groceries every Friday. I didn't know if he 
had heard about me robbing the firehouse; he never brought it up. He was the only person I saw, 
and he didn’t speak much English.  
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           I was sitting in the shade, next to the rabbit pen, when I saw Scott Rinella’s ass jiggling 
across the driveway. He was making for my truck. I threw the rabbit off my lap, back into the 
pen, and went sprinting after him. All I could think was, “If he takes my truck, how the hell am I 
going to eat?” I jumped on his back. I was pulling on his ears and sticking my fingers in his eyes. 
He wouldn’t go down. He was stumbling around trying to pry my fingers off his face. We ended 
up at the edge of the yard. There were big rocks in the grass, and he tripped on one. He fell with 
me on top of him. I bounced right back up. I was about to kick him in the ribs, but I stopped at 
the last minute. He’s just lying there with this wild fear in his eyes.  
           Then I saw the snake. It had its head up, sort of swaying a little bit. It was probably three 
feet long, tan color, black trapezoids on its back, shaking its rattle, looking pissed as hell. I was 
staring it down while Scott was hollering and groaning. His arm had two black holes in it, and 
his hand was swelling with the shine of old deli meat. Finally, I threw a rock at the snake and it 
slithered away.  
           “Call an ambulance. I’m gonna fucking die.” Scott Rinella’s breath was clumsy and 
unsteady. I stood there, thinking.  
“Do you still want my truck,” I said.  
“Agggg. Goddammit.” He clutched his arm, sweating uncontrollably, stuttering empty 
profanities.  
I looked over at the rabbit pen, and they didn’t seem to care whether I called the 
ambulance or not. They didn’t care if he took the truck either, and honestly, neither did I. It was 
the last thing I had and without it, Scott Rinella couldn’t touch me. I still had a little time, before 
they hauled me off, and wouldn’t it be nice to see no one at all? “You can take the truck, it’s 
fine.” 
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“Shit, fucking Christ, fuck.” 
He looked like he was going to die. “Suck that poison out of the holes in your arm. Up to 
you if you want to spit it out or not. I’ll call you an ambulance in the meantime.” 
“Ahhh. God!” 
  I jogged over to his car, got his phone, and called the ambulance. I knew letting him die 
would only bring bigger problems, and I was so close to getting rid of mine. At least for a little 
while.  
 
They did come by for the truck. Late at night, when I was asleep. I heard the engine turn 
and didn’t get up. Then, it was quiet. Scott Rinella, I guessed, was still at the hospital; he didn’t 
come by. For my groceries, I walked – 7 miles there, 7 miles back. I didn’t mind walking so 
much; I didn’t have anything else to do. I always worried though, about running into somebody I 
knew, and my ankle, God did it itch.  
 
           It was dusk, and I was sitting in a foldable beach chair under the hemlock tree, thinking 
about Sebastian. I pulled his dog out of a fire years ago, when I was still in the company and 
Carla was still my wife. He really didn’t owe me anything; I was just doing my job. But every 
Friday, he’d meet me at the loading docks behind the grocery store. He'd give me tuna fish, 
sunflower seeds, vegetables, corn, eggs, bananas, peanut butter. He started giving me more when 
I started getting skinnier. The good old Greek – he’d even throw a bottle of wine in there. 
Americans only believe in work. All my life, people told me I lived in the best country on Earth. 
And why was it the best – because it was the richest, and there were big numbers to prove it. 
What I couldn’t figure was, why, in the richest country, everyone worked so much.  
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           I took my knife out and started carving letters into my porch.  
Black eyes turned in, 
in a world made from dust 
You cannot keep 
your roller skates, your dignity, your sweetie 
They must all be 
fed to fate’s cigar 
But corpses may remain, 
for a little while. To walk 
and whittle 
little rabbit dreams 
 
           Three days before my court date, I was watching a cardinal build itself a nest, when I saw 
Scott Rinella walking around the side of the house. I put on a real smug grin. I was thinking I’d 
say, “Take anything you like, ole pal,” and he’d get all huffy and mope away. I was imagining it 
all in my head. I had a rabbit in my lap and I was scratching her head.   
           He was walking through the grass carefully, making sure he knew where he was stepping. 
His hand was still wrapped up and swollen. His skin was pale, and he looked pretty bad honestly, 
like he needed a few more days to rest.  
           “Hey Scott Rinella, take anything you like, ole pal,” I called out when he got close. 
           He looked up and didn’t say anything, kept plotting his course. He was huffing and 
puffing by the time he got to me. “You owe a lot of money, Chester.”  
He held out some papers, but I didn’t take them.  
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“What are you doing, just sitting around?” he said. Then he stopped and took a step 
backward. I thought he might faint, but he recovered himself. “Go get a job. You still could lose 
the house, you know.”  
I started laughing as loud as I could, slapping my knee. “How the hell am I gonna get a 
job, when I don’t have a car? And what’s the point of working all day, if I just have to hand over 
the money to you?”  
He stared at me, not so much angry, but confused. “You know it’s not me who gets your 
money, right?”  
I clicked my tongue. “I know. I called the ambulance didn’t, I?” He wiped some sweat 
off his forehead and squinted at me. “Hey, can I ask you a favor?” I pointed a log and he sat 
down. He seemed relieved to sit. He really didn’t look good.  
“What?” 
I looked down at my ankle and scratched it. Dead skin came up under my fingernail. 
“Can you get this thing off of me? I haven’t tried to run yet, and you know, I don’t even have my 
truck anymore. Where would I even go?” I was still petting the rabbit, feeling all its little bones, 
pinching the skin around its neck.  
“I can’t,” he said.  
“Why not?”  
“They’d fire me.”  
“Oh.” 
We sat there a while in silence. The sun kept ducking behind clouds so it’d be warm a 
few minutes, then it’d cool off for a little while. I started looking at the clouds, watching them 
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float across the sky, thinking about what animals they looked like. I could feel Scott Rinella 
looking at me, and I looked back at him.  
“What happens if I don’t go to court?”  
“Things get worse.” 
I nodded. Scott Rinella kept looking at me, like he was trying to figure me out. He wiped 
the sweat off the back of his neck with his sleeve. “I’ll pick you up Monday morning and take 
you to court. That’s in three days, you hear?” he said.  
I nodded again, then I closed my eyes and waited for him to leave.  
 
           The night before my trial, a storm came up from the South. I watched it move in all 
afternoon, watched it swallow the horizon. I was standing on the porch, leaning against a pillar, 
when the rain started coming down. Big heavy drops, pounding the tin roof over the porch and 
flattening the grass into mud. The wind chimes rang like sirens. I saw the rabbits in the rain, and 
I felt sorry for them, having to be out there penned up, completely exposed. The air was hot and 
thick, and I was just wearing my blue jeans.  
           Then the thunder came, big, ground-shaking thunder. The lightning was shooting up, 
down, across the sky, cracking like a bullwhip. A bolt hit the ground so close, it blinded me, and 
the thunder sent me stumbling. I looked at the rabbits in the pen. I thought, no living thing should 
be trapped in a storm like this; they might burn up in their pen. I ran across the yard. They were 
all huddled against each other. I opened the pen. “Go free,” I told them. But they stayed just 
where they were. Where else would they go? After all, here was as good as anywhere. I started 
laughing hysterically.  
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           Then another bolt struck just over the hill, turning the world white. The thunder followed 
like it was yelling in my ear. My jeans were soaked and sticky. I took them off and dug my toes 
into the mud, letting the rain roll down my skin. I looked at the hemlock tree and wondered what 
the view would be like from up there.  
I climbed steadily, hugging the branches and digging my fingers into the bark. Up and up 
and up. When I got to the top, I looked out across the flooded fields. I saw the rain dancing in 
gales of wind, saw headlights and the MacDonald’s golden arches across from the courthouse 
obscured in the distance. “Come and get me.” I lifted my leg and waved my ankle monitor 
around in the air. “You know where I am. Come and get me!” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
